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A recurring stumbling block for feminist scholars of early Christianity is that whenever we en-counter a female character in a text, the surrounding narrative—imbued with strong patri-
archal tendencies—overshadows any glimmer of potential prominence she might have.1 Relatedly, 
when we spot damsels in distress, we eagerly hope that Jesus or one of his fellow male protagonists 
will be a good ally and challenge the antagonists who are causing the strife. Unfortunately, rarely, if 
ever, does an act of allyship play out. Instead, we are left scratching our heads as to why a text might 
praise a female disciple as “a woman who understood completely,” but then insist that one ought 
to “Pray in the place where there is no woman” and “destroy the works of womanhood.”2 Although 
scholars recognize that women frequently function as rhetorical devices, especially in heresiological 
and polemical contexts,3 there still appears to be an underlying hope that somewhere in these an-
1  I would like to thank the two anonymous reviewers of this article for their helpful comments and suggestions. 
Many thanks to my colleagues at Department for the Study of Religion at the University of Toronto who provided me 
with feedback when I presented an earlier draft of this paper at the Colloquium for Religions of Mediterranean An-
tiquity, especially Ian Brown, who provided a constructive response and encouraged me to publish this piece. Special 
thanks to Michelle Christian not only for her keen eye in reading various drafts of this work but also for her unwaver-
ing enthusiasm. Finally, I thank the following individuals for their support throughout this process and beyond: Maia 
Kotrosits, Eva Mroczek, Kelly Murphy, Jacqueline Vayntrub, and Saliha Chattoo. 
2  DialSav 139.12–13, 144.12–23. For example, Antti Marjanen categorizes these passages from the Dialogue of 
the Saviour as exhibiting a “mixed message” when it comes to the text’s perception of women “How Egalitarian Was the 
Gnostic View of Women? Mary Magdalene Texts in the Nag Hammadi and Related Documents,” in Coptic Studies on the 
Threshold of a New Millennium: Proceedings of the Seventh International Congress of Coptic Studies, Leiden, August 
27-September 2, 2000, ed. Mat Immerzeel and Jacques van der Vliet, OLA 133 (Leuven: Uitgeverij Peeters en Dep. Oost-
erse Studies, 2004), 785.
3  E.g., Virginia Burrus, “The Heretical Woman as Symbol in Alexander, Athanasius, Epiphanius, and Jerome,” 
HTR 84 (1991): 229–48; Ross Shepard Kraemer, “Gendering (the) Competition: Religious Competition in the Third 
Century: Jews, Christians, and the Greco-Roman World,” in Religious Competition in the Third Century CE: Jews, Chris-
tians, and the Greco-Roman World, ed. Jordan Rosenblum, Lily C. Vuong, and Nathaniel DesRosiers, Journal of Ancient 
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Feminist approaches to early Christian texts have consistently evaluated female characters as the primary 
focus of analysis. Yet in doing so, placing the spotlight on the female figure inevitably pushes male figures, 
and by extension, the broader context to the margins. This type of analysis runs the risk of overemphasizing 
the role of a woman in a given text while neglecting their narrative function in relation to male characters. 
This article looks specifically at Mary in the Gospel of Thomas. Previously, Mary has been seen as equal to 
or even more important than other disciples in the text. But using Eve Sedgwick’s homosocial bond theory 
reveals that the Gospel of Thomas wishes to emphasize the relationship between Jesus and Peter more so 
than it does Mary. This example is but a case in point in seeing that although our focus as modern scholars 
shifts to the woman, the ancient text is more so concerned about the iteration of power structures between 
men over women.
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cient texts, we will find a woman who was capable of breaking free from the shackles of patriarchy 
and embodies the feminist qualities that we ourselves cherish. 
Yet, the urgency to find feminist heroines in ancient Christian texts seems to have caused scholars 
to unwittingly set the bar quite low for what constitutes evidence of female participation/leadership 
in early Jesus groups. Nowhere is this more evident than in scholarship on the Gospel of Thomas, 
in particular, on sayings 21 and 114. The mere appearance of a character named Mary in these two 
places has spurred no shortage of suggestions that Mary was not only a part of this “community” but 
also played a notable role.4 However, when viewed in the broader context of the Gospel of Thomas, 
the participation of Mary, who asks a brief question in saying 21 and is the topic of debate in 114, 
seems less impressive. In fact, I argue that Mary’s appearance in Gos. Thom. 114 as “Mary” should not 
be used as evidence for any sort of indication of the status of women in early Christianity or even 
as part of the “Gnostic” or “Apocryphal” Mary corpus of texts in which the Gospel of Thomas is so 
frequently mentioned. 
In isolation, the fact that the Gospel of Thomas mentions Mary’s name twice among a collection of 
114 sayings would seem inconsequential. But the fact that Mary appears in other apocryphal texts 
including the Gospel of Philip, the Dialogue of the Saviour, Pistis Sophia, and the Gospel of Mary has 
led scholars to magnify these trivial details and include the Gospel of Thomas in monographs and 
analyses that group these texts together in discussions of Mary (Magdalene).5 Without these other 
texts that mention Mary to varying degrees, it is difficult to imagine that Mary’s appearance in Gos. 
Thom. 21 and 114 would receive as much attention as it has. Essentially, these references serve as two 
tiny bricks in the construction of a giant edifice that is the non-canonical Mary (Magdalene).6
As part of this monumental Mary (Magdalene), the tiny bricks that are Gos. Thom. 21 and 114 are 
rarely analyzed in isolation for how they function independent of other Mary-related texts. As part 
Judaism Supplements 15 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2014), 200–219.
4  To cite but a few examples: Antti Marjanen, “Women Disciples in the Gospel of Thomas,” in Thomas at the 
Crossroads: Essays on the Gospel of Thomas, ed. Risto Uro (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1998), 103; John S. Kloppenborg et 
al., Q-Thomas Reader (Sonoma, CA: Polebridge, 1990), 112; Jane Schaberg, The Resurrection of Mary Magdalene: Leg-
ends, Apocrypha, and the Christian Testament (New York: Continuum, 2002), 141.
5  There is a vast number of monographs dedicated to analyzing Mary (Magdalene) in ancient Christian texts. 
See for example, Antti Marjanen, The Woman Jesus Loved: Mary Magdalene in the Nag Hammadi Library and Related 
Documents, Nag Hammadi and Manichaean Studies 40 (Leiden: Brill, 1996); Ann Graham Brock, Mary Magdalene, The 
First Apostle: The Struggle for Authority (Cambridge: Harvard Divinity School, 2003); Schaberg, The Resurrection of 
Mary Magdalene; Karen L. King, The Gospel of Mary of Magdala: Jesus and the First Woman Apostle (Santa Rosa, CA: 
Polebridge Press, 2003); Erika Mohri, Maria Magdalena: Frauenbilder in Evangelientexten des 1. bis 3. Jahrhunderts, 
Marburger theologische Studien 63 (Marburg: Elwert, 2000); Silke Petersen, “Zerstört die Werke der Weiblichkeit!”: 
Maria Magadalena, Salome, und andere Jüngerinnen Jesu in christlich-gnostischen Schriften, Nag Hammadi and Man-
ichaean Studies 48 (Leiden: Brill, 1999); Marvin Meyer and Esther de Boer, The Gospels of Mary: The Secret Tradition of 
Mary Magdalene, the Companion of Jesus (San Francisco, CA: HarperSanFrancisco, 2004); Reinhard Nordsieck, Maria 
Magdalena, die Frau an Jesu Seite: Zur Frage nach der Identität der Maria Magdalena, der “großen Sünderin” und der 
Maria aus Bethanien und ihrer historischen Bedeutung, 3rd ed. (Münster: LIT, 2014).
6  With the exception of the Gospel of Philip and some sections of Pistis Sophia, none of the aforementioned 
texts explicitly identify Mary as Magdalene. For discussions on this issue, see Ann Graham Brock, “Setting the Record 
Straight—The Politics of Identification: Mary Magdalene and Mary the Mother in Pistis Sophia,” in Which Mary?: The 
Marys of Early Christian Tradition, ed. F. Stanley Jones, SBL Symposium Series 19 (Atlanta: SBL, 2002), 43–52; Stephen 
J. Shoemaker, “A Case of Mistaken Identity? Naming the Gnostic Mary,” in Which Mary? The Marys of Early Christian 
Tradition, ed. F. Stanley Jones, SBL Symposium Series 19 (Atlanta: SBL, 2002), 5–30; Karen L. King, “Why All the Contro-
versy? Mary in the Gospel of Mary,” in Which Mary?: The Marys of Early Christian Tradition, ed. F. Stanley Jones, SBL 
Symposium Series 19 (Atlanta: SBL, 2002), 53–74; Antti Marjanen, “The Mother of Jesus or the Magdalene? The Identity 
of Mary in the so-Called Gnostic Christian Texts,” in Which Mary? The Marys of Early Christian Tradition, ed. F. Stanley 
Jones, SBL Symposium Series 19 (Atlanta: SBL, 2002), 31–42.
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of the same monument, they are given as much prominence as the Gospel of Mary, a text not only 
named after Mary, but one where she is tasked with leading and comforting the other disciples after 
receiving a special revelation from Jesus.7 Certainly the Gospel of Mary has the potential female her-
oine we seek as feminist scholars, but the Mary of the Gospel of Thomas has nowhere near the same 
function. While it is tempting to study all these Marys together, doing so runs the risk of overlooking 
each of their individual functions within their respective texts. To that end, this study restricts its 
analysis to the Mary of the Gospel of Thomas without supplementing details or characteristics from 
other sources that mention her name. 
Over the past few decades, the Gospel of Thomas has become one of the most-studied non-canon-
ical texts. Thomas’ numerous parallels with the canonical gospels have made it an indispensable 
source of data for the early Jesus movement so much so that it has earned the title of “The Fifth Gos-
pel.”8 Not surprisingly, each of the 114 sayings of the text, whether paralleled in canonical texts or not, 
has received a significant amount of scholarly attention. The last saying of the text, which features a 
debate about the status of Mary amongst the group of Jesus followers, is no exception. The primary 
focus and debate of saying 114 concerns the interpretation of the final verse: “For every woman who 
makes herself male will enter the kingdom of heaven.”9 The various interpretations range from wom-
en having to cut their hair and physically having to appear “male,” to renouncing that which is female, 
namely childbirth and sex.10 While I have previously attempted to suggest my own interpretation of 
this passage and what it means to “become male,”11 my focus in this article is solely on the relation-
ship between Peter, Jesus, and Mary, regardless of how one understands this saying within Thomas 
or in ancient Christianity more broadly. Focusing on the structure of the saying itself reveals details 
that are often overlooked by scholars in their haste to interpret what it means for Mary to become 
7  For works on the Gospel of Mary, see, inter alia, Christopher M. Tuckett, The Gospel of Mary (New York: Ox-
ford University Press, 2007); King, The Gospel of Mary of Magdala; Esther A. de Boer, Gospel of Mary: Listening to the 
Beloved Disciple,  (London: Continuum, 2005).
8  Stephen J. Patterson, James M. Robinson, and Hans-Gebhard Bethge, The Fifth Gospel: the Gospel of Thom-
as Comes of Age (Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press International, 1998); Stephen J. Patterson, The Gospel of Thomas and 
Christian Origins: Essays on the Fifth Gospel (Boston: Brill, 2013).
9  Unless otherwise noted, all translations of the Gospel of Thomas are from Marvin W. Meyer, “The Gospel 
of Thomas: Text & Translation,” in Q-Thomas Reader, ed. John S. Kloppenborg et al. (Sonoma, CA: Polebridge, 1990), 
129–55. I have altered the English here slightly by replacing “female” with “woman.”
10  For recent summaries of the main interpretations of Saying 114, see Simon J. Gathercole, The Gospel of 
Thomas: Introduction and Commentary (Boston: Brill, 2014), 611–14; Ivan Miroshnikov, “‘For Women Are Not Worthy of 
Life’: Protology and Misogyny in Gospel of Thomas Saying 114,” in Women and Knowledge in Early Christianity, ed. Ulla 
Tervahauta et al., Supplements to Vigiliae Christianae 144 (Leiden: Brill, 2017), 179–85; The scholarship dealing with Gos. 
Thom. 114 is immense. See, inter alia, Jorunn Jacobsen Buckley, “An Interpretation of Logion 114 in ‘The Gospel of Thom-
as,’” NovT 27 (1985): 245–72; Elizabeth Castelli, “‘I Will Make Mary Male’: Pieties of the Body and Gender Transformation 
of Christian Women in Late Antiquity,” in Body Guards: The Cultural Politics of Gender Ambiguity, ed. Julia Epstein and 
Kristina Straub (New York: Routledge, 1991), 29–49; Sasagu Arai, “‘To Make Her Male:’ An Interpretation of Logion 114 
in the Gospel of Thomas,” in Studia Patristica: Papers Presented at the Eleventh International Conference on Patris-
tic Studies Held in Oxford 1991, ed. Elizabeth A. Livingstone, vol. 24 (Leuven: Peeters, 1993), 373–76; Marvin W. Meyer, 
“Making Mary Male: The Categories ‘Male’ and ‘Female’ in the Gospel of Thomas,” NTS 31 (1985): 554–570; Stephen J. 
Patterson, “‘Why Can’t a Woman Be More Like a Man?’: Making Mary Male (Thomas 114) in the Gendered World of An-
tiquity,” in Envisioning God in the Humanities: Essays on Christianity, Judaism, and Ancient Religion in Honor of Melissa 
Harl Sellew, ed. Courtney J. P. Friesen (Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2018), 115–32; Kari Vogt, “‘Becoming Male’: A Gnostic 
and Early Christian Metaphor,” in Image of God and Gender Models in Judaeo-Christian Tradition, ed. Kari Elisabeth 
Børresen (Oslo: Solum Forlag, 1991), 170–85; Blossom Stefaniw, “Becoming Men, Staying Women: Gender Ambivalence 
in Christian Apocryphal Texts and Contexts,” Feminist Theology 18 (2010): 341–55.
11  Anna Cwikla, “Become Male or Leave: Understanding the Gendered Language in the Gospel of Thomas 
Logion 114” (presented at the Colloquium for Religions of Mediterranean Antiquity, University of Toronto, Toronto, ON, 
2016).
98Journal for Interdisciplinary Biblical  Studies ISSN 2633-0695
Vol 1.1 (Autumn 2019)
“male.”
Shifting Focus from Imagery to Characters
Focusing on the characters rather than the gendered language requires a methodological approach 
that has not yet been utilized for this passage. I have in mind in particular Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s 
notion of male-male homosocial bonds.12 Sedgwick’s theory essentially posits that in the context of 
rivalries between men, social bonds are formed through competition over women.13 In other words, 
while the competition might revolve around a woman, what is actually more crucial to the story 
is the jousting for position that occurs between the men. While Sedgwick’s theory was developed 
based on her reading of English novels and literature, it has been used to analyze one of the more 
notable texts in early Christian tradition, the pericope adulterae in the Gospel of John (7:53–8:12).14 
Jennifer Knust has used Sedgwick’s approach to draw out the embedded power structure between 
Jesus, the Pharisee and scribes, and the adulteress. While the original context of Sedgwick’s theory 
was based on erotic rivalries between men over a given woman, Knust’s essay demonstrates the 
applicability and usefulness of Sedgwick’s initial findings in analyzing the power dynamic between 
men even outside of romantic contexts. What Knust essentially visualizes is a triangular structure 
where a line forms between the two (groups of) men, each of which is connected to the same 
woman. 
While it is beyond the scope of this paper to provide a detailed reception history of pericope adul-
terae,15 a brief summary of some of the key points from Knust’s analysis of this story should suffice 
to demonstrate the usefulness of Sedgwick’s theory in analyzing ancient Christian literature. In the 
famous pericope, the scribes and Pharisees bring an unnamed woman to Jesus directly. They along 
with Jesus are the only ones who speak until verse 11, when the woman finally utters but a few words 
“No one, sir” (Οὐδείς, κύριε). Throughout the rest of the episode, she remains utterly silent, unable 
or unwilling to speak up for herself. While previous scholarship might see Jesus as a liberator in this 
passage because he seems to “save” this woman from being stoned,16 Knust rightly observes that 
Jesus may win the day, the woman may be ‘loved’ (if not vindicated) by the truly ‘good man,’ but the fact  that 
God’s Law must be obeyed is never called into question …What is the point of being saved into an argument 
where the structures that bring on the predicaments that face the adulteresses are left unchallenged?17 
In other words, while we can see that Jesus saves the adulteress from stoning in this case, he does 
nothing to challenge the very structures that brought about this situation in the first place. Addition-
12  Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Between Men: English Literature and Male Homosocial Desire (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1985).
13  Sedgwick, Between Men, 21–27.
14  Jennifer Knust, “Can an Adulteress Save Jesus? The Pericope Adulterae, Feminist Interpretation, and the 
Limits of Narrative Agency,” in The Bible and Feminism: Remapping the Field, ed. Yvonne Sherwood (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2017), 402–31.
15  For a comprehensive bibliography, see Chris Keith, “Recent and Previous Research on the Pericope Adulter-
ae (John 7.53–8.11),” Currents in Biblical Research 6, no. 3 (2008): 377–404.
16  See, e.g., Luise Schottroff, Lydia’s Impatient Sisters: A Feminist Social History of Early Christianity (Louisville, 
KY: Westminster John Knox, 1995), 180–85. For overviews on the reception and scholarship of this pericope, see Jenni-
fer Wright Knust, “Early Christian Re-Writing and the History of the Pericope Adulterae,” JECS 14 (2006): 485–536; Jen-
nifer Knust and Tommy Wasserman, “Earth Accuses Earth: Tracing What Jesus Wrote on the Ground,” HTR 103 (2010): 
407–47; and most recently Jennifer Wright Knust and Tommy Wasserman, To Cast the First Stone: The Transmission of 
a Gospel Story (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2019).
17  Knust, “Can an Adulteress Save Jesus?,” 407; emphasis added.
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ally, it is only after Jesus tells the woman that he does not judge her and tells her to depart that she 
is able to leave. 
To further illustrate how the power dynamics in pericope adulterae operate, Knust constructs the 
following triangle:18  
        
Scribes and Pharisees        Jesus
Woman
Knust recognizes that she is not the first to see this triangular structure at hand in this pericope.19 
Gail O’Day sees a similar triangular structure between Jesus, the woman, and the Pharisees, although 
she does not explicitly draw a triangle in her essay. In contrast to Knust, O’Day’s structure insinuates 
that what she calls Jesus’ “two sets of conversation partners,”20 the scribes/Pharisees and the wom-
an, are on equal footing with each other. Knust illustrates O’Day’s understanding of the pericope in 
the following manner:21
 Jesus                     
 
                        
Scribes and Pharisees     Woman
The significance of Knust’s revision of this triangular structure of pericope adulterae cannot be over-
stated. While O’Day and others may want to see Jesus at the pinnacle or apex of the triangle, given 
that the narrative presents him with having power over both the woman and the Pharisees and 
scribes, Knust’s triangle evocatively draws our attention to the fact that “[t]he inverted pyramid I 
built crushes the woman…rather than placing her on an equal plane with her accusers, but there it 
balances, a seemingly insurmountable monument to male dominance and female submission.”22 The 
18  Adapted from Knust, “Can an Adulteress Save Jesus?,” 416.
19  Gail R. O’Day, “John 7:53–8:11: A Study in Misreading,” Journal of Biblical Literature 111 (1992): 631–40.
20  O’Day, “John 7:53–8:11,” 638.
21  Knust, “Can an Adulteress Save Jesus?,” 416.
22  Knust, “Can an Adulteress Save Jesus?,” 417; emphasis added.
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crushing of the woman draws our attention towards what we might have missed initially. The obser-
vation that this woman is used as a means to an end is not new.23 Rather than seeing Jesus as some 
sort of ancient version of a male ally who rescues this woman, we see that he is merely reinforcing 
the natural patriarchal and juridical structures that are in place and left unchallenged at the expense 
of this woman, who functions as the object or “passive ground” through which Jesus and his other 
male counterparts establish and reinforce their dominance. The woman is nameless, passive, and 
subject to the whim and waves that are transmitted through her by the men, who are only interested 
in maintaining their own power. 
The framework used by Knust can be expanded to a more robust set of methodological questions 
that can help us analyze the ways in which a text uses female characters. I am not suggesting that the 
triangular power structure is applicable universally each time a woman appears in a text—far from 
it. Rather, I see this framework as a type of entry point or initial step in the process of analyzing any 
instance where a woman appears in a narrative. When we encounter a woman in an ancient text, our 
first question should be: where are the men? It is rare to find a woman appearing in isolation or only 
with other women in ancient texts. What we usually find is at least one man, if not more. And if we 
do not allow ourselves to be whisked away on a voyage of feminist analysis that focuses solely on the 
woman but rather remain critically aware of the patriarchal structures that produced and inhabit 
the text, we are likely to find that what is really at stake has little or nothing to do with the woman 
herself but with the men surrounding her. 
Of course, we have stories about women preaching, leading, and challenging the patriarchal struc-
tures in ancient Christian texts. Thecla, for example, rejects the status quo by refusing to marry her 
fiancé Thamyris and choosing to follow Paul instead, upsetting not only Thamyris but also her mother 
and enslaved worker in the process (APTh 3.9–10).24 Thecla’s story is filled with defiant acts such as 
rejecting the advances of another man, Alexander, in dramatic fashion by grabbing the wreath off his 
head (APTh 4.1); baptizing herself after Paul refuses to do so earlier in the narrative (APTh 4.9); and 
altering her clothing so that it looks masculine (APTh 4.15). Yet even with this narrative where The-
cla is not only able to speak for herself but also act in a way that undermines patriarchal structures 
embedded in the cultural context of the text, commentators have wondered if “Thecla chiefly serves 
to demonstrate the greater status of Paul.”25 Afterall, as Sarah Parkhouse rightly observes, “the cat-
alyst for the entire plot is Thecla’s obsessive desire for this man [i.e., Paul].”26 Regardless of how one 
evaluates Thecla’s narrative function or that of other female characters who similarly challenge the 
status quo,27 these women are few and far between. What we encounter more frequently are women 
23  E.g., Holly Toensing, “Divine Intervention or Divine Intrusion: Jesus and the Adulteress in John’s Gospel,” in 
A Feminist Companion to John, ed. Amy-Jill Levine and Marianne Blickenstaff, vol. 1 (London: Sheffield Academic Press, 
2003), 159–72.
24 The chapter and verse numbering system for the Acts of Paul and Thecla corresponds to that used by 
Jeremy W. Barrier, The Acts of Paul and Thecla: A Critical Introduction and Commentary, WUNT 270 (Tübingen: Mohr 
Siebeck, 2009).
25  Sarah Parkhouse, “The Fetishization of Female Exempla: Mary, Thecla, Perpetua and Felicitas,” New Testa-
ment Studies 63, no. 4 (2017): 579.
26  Parkhouse, “The Fetishization of Female Exempla,” 580.
27  The scholarship on Thecla’s role in the Acts of Paul and Thecla is immense. More recent publications on this 
topic include Parkhouse, “The Fetishization of Female Exempla,” 547–80; Stephen J. Davis, “From Women’s Piety to Male 
Devotion: Gender Studies, the Acts of Paul and Thecla, and the Evidence of an Arabic Manuscript,” Harvard Theological 
Review 108, no. 4 (2015): 579–93; Susan E. Hylen, “The ‘Domestication’ of Saint Thecla: Characterization of Thecla in the 
Life and Miracles of Saint Thecla,” Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion 30, no. 2 (2014): 5–21; Ross Shepard Kraemer, 
Unreliable Witnesses: Religion, Gender, and History in the Greco-Roman Mediterranean (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2011), 117–52; Gail P.C. Streete, “Buying the Stairway to Heaven: Perpetua and Thecla as Early Christian Heroines,” 
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mentioned as following Jesus to the cross or, if we are lucky, a question or saying framed as emanat-
ing from a female character. 
To that end, I propose these questions be asked any time a woman appears in a text in order to de-
termine if the triangular power structure might be in play:
 (1) Are there men present? Do they speak directly to the woman? 
 (2) Does the woman speak? To whom?
 (3) What details or characteristics are associated with the woman?
 (4) What is said about the woman?
 (5) Does a man intervene on the woman’s behalf? For what purpose?
 (6) Who gets the final word?
Considering these questions allows us to hone in on the extent to which the text, and not our own 
modern proclivities, wants to spotlight a female character. Sometimes we may find a Thecla, but 
most times we find an unnamed adulteress who is but a means to an end for advancing a man’s narra-
tive. In the case of Gos. Thom. 114, we will find that Mary is simply a female placeholder who happens 
to have a name. 
Mary as a Placeholder in Gos. Thom. 114
While a great deal of ink has been spilled examining Thomas’ similarities to the canonical gospels, the 
majority of studies focus on questions of whether Thomas is dependent on the canonical gospels, 
or an independent witness to a tradition of Jesus sayings. But here I propose that by using the set of 
guiding questions set out above coupled with the type of triangular framework proposed by Knust, 
several functional and structural similarities between the pericope adulterae and Gos. Thom. 114 
are brought into focus. Recognizing these overlooked details of Gos. Thom. 114 reframes the ways 
in which we understand Mary’s presence, a detail that perhaps has incited too much fervor among 
feminist scholars wishing to see Mary as some sort of “Gnostic” or unorthodox leader in early Chris-
tian settings.28 
in A Feminist Companion to the New Testament Apocrypha, ed. Amy-Jill Levine (London: T&T Clark, 2006), 186–205; 
Magda Misset-Van De Weg, “Answers to the Plights of an Ascetic Woman Named Thecla,” in A Feminist Companion to 
the New Testament Apocrypha, ed. Amy-Jill Levine (London: T&T Clark, 2006), 146–62; Johannes N. Vorster, “Construc-
tion of Culture Through the Construction of Person: The Construction of Thecla in the Acts of Thecla,” in A Feminist 
Companion to the New Testament Apocrypha, ed. Amy-Jill Levine (London: T&T Clark, 2006), 98–117; Susan A. Calef, 
“Thecla ‘Tried and True’ and the Inversion of Romance,” in A Feminist Companion to the New Testament Apocrypha, 
ed. Amy-Jill Levine (London: T&T Clark, 2006), 163–85; For earlier works that posited that this work was circulated by 
women in antiquity, see Stevan L. Davies, The Revolt of the Widows: The Social World of the Apocryphal Acts (London: 
Feffer & Simons, 1980); Dennis R. MacDonald, The Legend and the Apostle: The Battle for Paul in Story and Canon 
(Philadelphia: Westminster, 1983). Even with this brief discussion about Thecla, it is quite clear that she too, just like 
the woman in pericope adulterae and Mary in the Gospel of Thomas, functions as the link between two (sets of) men 
through which their power is contested. A more thorough analysis of Thecla within the triangular framework will be the 
subject of one of the chapters in my forthcoming PhD dissertation.
28  April D. DeConick, Holy Misogyny: Why the Sex and Gender Conflicts in the Early Church Still Matter (New 
York: Continuum, 2011), 135; Brock, Mary Magdalene, The First Apostle, 86; Marjanen, The Woman Jesus Loved, 52–55; 
Marvin Meyer, “Gospel of Thomas,” in The Gospels of Mary: The Secret Tradition of Mary Magdalene, the Companion of 
Jesus (San Francisco, CA: HarperSanFrancisco, 2004), 24.
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(1) Simon Peter said to them, “Let Mary leave us, for women are not worthy of Life.”  
(2) Jesus said, “Behold, I myself will guide her to make her male, so that she too may become a living spirit 
resembling you men. (3) For every woman who makes herself male will enter the kingdom of heaven.” (Gos. 
Thom. 114)29
In this passage, we have two men (Peter and Jesus) speaking, but neither of them address Mary 
directly. Mary does not speak at all, and it is not even clear that she is within earshot of the conver-
sation. Moreover, there are absolutely no details related to her role or relationship to Peter or Jesus, 
nor are there any biographical details included. One could argue that because the Gospel of Thomas 
is a sayings source containing very little narrative material, the inclusion of such details is beyond 
the scope or interest of the text. For example, the Gospel of Thomas has Jesus refer to his disciples 
in general 21 times, while addressing individuals by name far less frequently (“Simon Peter” Gos. 
Thom. 13, 114; “Matthew” Gos. Thom. 13). Moreover, on two occasions, statements are attributed to 
unnamed individuals (a “man” or “person” in 72; “a woman in the crowd” in 79). Elsewhere, however, 
the Gospel of Thomas does attribute details to certain disciples, and these details appear to enhance 
the role of these particular characters.
In the prologue, the sayings of Jesus contained in the text are said to have been written down by 
“Didymus Judas Thomas.”30 Entrusting the transmission of the sayings of Jesus to a particular dis-
ciple certainly puts them above those disciples who merely ask a question in the text itself. Later in 
saying 13, Thomas receives a revelation from Jesus on his own, away from the other disciples, after 
Thomas says to Jesus, “Teacher, my mouth is utterly unable to say what you are like,” in response to 
Jesus’ request to have the disciples compare him to something. Another character who stands out 
in the Gospel of Thomas is “James the Just,” whom Jesus essentially designates as his successor. The 
disciples ask who their leader will be after Jesus departs. Jesus responds: “No matter where you are, 
you are to go to James the Just, for whose sake heaven and earth came into being” (Gos. Thom. 12). 
Finally, and perhaps most relevant to the present discussion, is saying 61:31
Salome said, “Who are you, sir? You have climbed on my couch and eaten from my table as if you are 
from someone.” Jesus said to her, “I am the one who derives from what is whole. I was granted from the 
things of my father.” [Salome said,] “I am your disciple.” [Jesus said,] “For this reason I say, ‘If one is whole, 
one will be filled with light, but if one is divided, one will be filled with darkness.’”32
In this passage, not only does Salome speak to Jesus, the narrative reveals that he has had an extend-
ed interaction with her, eating from her table and having climbed on her couch. Moreover, Salome 
in her own words says that “I am your disciple (ⲁⲛoⲕ ⲧⲉⲕⲙⲁⲑⲏⲧⲏⲥ).” Although Salome’s name appears 
only in this saying, compared to Mary’s question in 21 and Peter’s mention of Mary in 114, Salome 
appears to have a bigger role than Mary.33 The tendency of the Gospel of Thomas to speak of char-
29  Meyer, “The Gospel of Thomas: Text & Translation,” 154. I have adjusted the translation slightly. I have 
replaced female(s) with women/woman and males with men. Additionally, I have added “myself” to Jesus’ response to 
better reflect the original Coptic. For more on this latter point, see the discussion below.
30  For a commentary on the prologue and bibliography, see Gathercole, The Gospel of Thomas, 189–94. Gath-
ercole notes that there is no room for “Didymus” in the Greek version of the gospel.
31  For analyses of this passage, see Kathleen E. Corley, “Salome and Jesus at Table in the Gospel of Thomas,” 
Semeia 86 (1999): 85–97; Petersen, “Zerstört die Werke der Weiblichkeit!” 198–202.
32  In the original text, the change of speaker, marked above in brackets, is not present in the texts. Gathercole 
suggests that this might have been to avoid repetition. Additionally, he argues that “Salome is clearly the speaker in 61.4 
because of the feminine article prefixing ‘your disciple,’” The Gospel of Thomas, 442.
33  To what extent, if any, Salome’s role is reflective of the role of women in early Jesus groups or of an “egal-
itarian” brand of Christianity, is far beyond the scope and interest of the present discussion. For more on Salome in 
103 Cwikla, “There’s Nothing About Mary”
acters in general terms (i.e., referring to “disciples” or named disciples without extensive details) 
compared to the three instances where disciples are given more prestige suggests that while the 
Gospel of Thomas usually refers to disciples in general terms, details are included for those disciples 
and instances where particular emphasis is warranted. So while Mary’s name appears more often 
than that of James or Salome, it is crucial to bear in mind in what contexts these names appear. Fre-
quency alone should not govern our interpretation of the prestige afforded to these characters in 
the text itself or in the broader context of ancient Christian traditions.
The Gospel of Thomas gives Mary a name but not much else. Peter’s initial comment in saying 114 
states that Mary should leave the group because women are not worthy of life. Jesus does not really 
focus on Mary as an individual but simply talks about how he will solve the problem of Mary being a 
woman. So while it could seem that Jesus is intervening on behalf of Mary (after all he does not say 
“Yes, Peter. You’re right! Get out of here, Mary!”),34 he does nothing to uphold Mary’s presence in and 
of herself. With Jesus getting the final word, coupled with the lack of engagement with or by Mary 
directly, it seems that Gos. Thom. 114 is far more interested in accentuating the role of the men than 
it is in liberating Mary. 
A philological analysis of the Coptic further supports the reading of Gos. Thom. 114 as focused on 
Peter and Jesus and not Mary. The passage begins with Peter bringing forth what he perceives to be 
an issue: Mary. His reasoning that Mary should be made to leave, based on the explanatory clause 
in the Coptic, is that she, as a woman, is not worthy of life. Regardless of how one interprets what 
Peter means by “not worthy of life,” one thing remains clear: Mary is a problem for Peter. He brings 
this problem forward to a group of individuals that includes Jesus, since in the very next line Jesus 
responds to Peter.35 What is sometimes overlooked in Jesus’ response—most often because of the 
preoccupation with explaining what “living spirit” means—is the fact that it is Jesus who will take 
responsibility for whatever this transition might entail.36 This notion is evidenced in the Coptic ⲁⲛⲟⲕ 
ϯⲛⲁⲥⲱⲕ where the stand-alone pronoun precedes the verbal form. In English, the emphatic ⲁⲛⲟⲕ is 
inconsistently conveyed in translations,37 but I argue that this philological detail should not be over-
looked. 
The reading of ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ϯⲛⲁⲥⲱⲕ as an emphatic “I myself will guide” is supported by similar constructions 
found elsewhere in the Gospel of Thomas. For example, saying 108 reads “ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ϩⲱ ϯⲛⲁϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲉⲛⲧⲟϥ 
ⲡⲉ,” which is translated as “I myself shall become that person.” What is curious is that the very same 
the Gospel of Thomas, see Marjanen, “Women Disciples in the Gospel of Thomas”; Petersen, “Zerstört die Werke der 
Weiblichkeit!” 89–101. A woman named Salome appears frequently in non-canonical texts such as the First Apocalypse 
of James, Greek Gospel of the Egyptians, Pistis Sophia, the Protoevangelium of James, etc.. Similar to discussions 
surrounding the apocryphal Mary, it is not clear whether Salome should be viewed as specific character. It should be 
noted that the name Salome was the second most common female name in the period between 330 BCE and 200 CE. 
The most common name for women at that time was Mary. Tal Ilan, Lexicon of Jewish Names in Late Antiquity: Part 
I Palestine 330 BCE–200 CE, vol. 1, 4 vols., Texts and Studies in Ancient Judaism 91 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2002), 
57–58.
34  Johanna Brankaer reads Jesus’ response to Peter as ironic. “L’ironie de Jésus dans le logion 114 de l’Évangile 
de Thomas,” Apocrypha 16 (2005): 161–62.
35  The presence of others besides Jesus is based on the third plural “them” (ⲛⲁⲩ) and first plural “us” (ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧⲛ̄).
36  Some exceptions that briefly mention Jesus’ responsibility in guiding Mary are Gathercole, The Gospel of 
Thomas, 615; Uwe-Karsten Plisch, The Gospel of Thomas: Original Text with Commentary (Stuttgart: Deutsche Bibelge-
sellschaft, 2008), 246.
37  Some translations that translate the phrase simply as “I”: Meyer, “The Gospel of Thomas: Text & Transla-
tion,” 154; Gathercole, The Gospel of Thomas, 607; the following translate “I myself”: Brock, Mary Magdalene, The First 
Apostle, 78; Miroshnikov, “For Women Are Not Worthy of Life,” 175.
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translation that does not translate the emphatic pronoun in 114 does so in 108.38 Regardless of the 
way the text is translated, what the Coptic emphasizes is that Jesus is responsible for making Mary 
male. Although the explanatory clause that follows seems to put agency back into the hands of the 
woman (“For every woman who makes herself male”), I see this functioning more to explain Jesus’ 
emphatic “I myself” statement, rather than suggesting that Mary and women by extension are them-
selves solely responsible for their being worthy of life and entry to the kingdom of heaven.39 In her 
reading of this passage, Johanna Brankaer goes so far as to suggest that having Jesus as a guide is a 
“privilege” bestowed upon Mary, one that the “disciples,” like Peter, do not receive.40 In her opinion, 
Jesus reserves access to the Kingdom of Heaven not for the “disciples” but for women who make 
themselves male, those who allow themselves to be guided.41 The fact that the focus should be placed 
on Jesus as a guide in response to Peter’s original statement coincides with the triangular structure, 
even if the “ironic” reading of this passage is not entirely convincing.42 
Another key component of Gos. Thom. 114 that is easily overlooked is that although Mary’s name is 
mentioned, she does not say a word. Furthermore, it is not even clear if she is within earshot of this 
conversation between Peter and Jesus. The fact that Peter insists Mary should “leave us” at most 
suggests that she has been present at some point, for some time. But the extent of her role or the 
exact amount of time she has spent with the group is unclear. While scholars take for granted Mary’s 
presence in this passage, possibly because she asks a question in saying 21, it is not actually clear 
where Mary is in saying 114. In fact, considering the genre of the Gospel of Thomas—a collection of 
sayings rather than a narrative—and the fact that there is no narrative coherence throughout the 
gospel, there is no basis to assume that just because Mary appears earlier in the text that she is also 
present at the very end.  One may even conclude that Mary has even less agency than the nameless 
woman in pericope adulterae since at least she explicitly bore witness to the discussion about her 
fate and uttered a few words to Jesus! What these details reveal is that Gos. Thom. 114 has little to no 
interest in foregrounding Mary.
Peter       Jesus
Mary
38  Meyer, “The Gospel of Thomas: Text & Translation,” 153 Gos. Thom. 30 also includes the same construction, 
and also does not get translated as “I myself.” It is unclear what made the translators retain the emphatic nature in 108 
but not in 30 or 114.
39  Richard Valantasis sees this clause as articulating a “general principle,” The Gospel of Thomas (London: 
Routledge, 1997), 195.
40  “[C]e qui distingue Marie de Pierre, c’est que Jésus la guide, privilège qui n’est jamais conféré aux ‘dis-
ciples.’” Brankaer, “L’ironie de Jésus,” 161.
41  “L’accès au Royaume est promis par Jésus aux femmes qui se font mâles et non aux disciples.” Brankaer, 
“L’ironie de Jésus,” 161–62.
42  Another scholar who reads Jesus’ response ironically is Paul Schüngel, “Ein Vorschlag, EvTho 114 neu zu üb-
ersetzen,” Novum Testamentum 36, no. 4 (1994): 394–401; for a critique of both Brankaer and Schüngel, see Gathercole, 
The Gospel of Thomas, 609–11.
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Based on this analysis, the narrative structure we saw in pericope adulterae is also evident in Gos. 
Thom. 114. Peter and Jesus form homosocial bonds and situate their power over and against a pas-
sive, silent woman named Mary.
Much like in interpretations of the famous passage in John, we might be inclined to see Jesus’ re-
sponse to Peter as some sort of stand against misogyny. But once again, Jesus is not challenging 
the implicit structure that brings about the problem in the first case.43 Jesus does not state that 
Peter’s concern is irrelevant much like he does not contend against the Pharisees and scribes initial 
complaint about the woman. Instead, what seems to be the main concern in these two examples is 
not what happens to the women, but which man wins. As Knust explains, “[the woman’s] desire is 
depicted as irrelevant to the case at hand, and the shared desire for male dominance is established 
once again, even if it is one, superior man who emerges triumphant. The real question is not ‘will the 
woman be saved?’ so much as ‘which man will win?’”44 Viewing pericope adulterae and saying 114 
together, we can detect the same power structure that Sedgwick describes in the theory of homo-
social bonds: 
Feature Pericope adulterae Gos. Thom. 114
1. Initiator of Problem Pharisees and scribes Peter
2. “Problem” Adulteress Mary
3. Reason Sinning/adultery Women not worthy of life
4. Unchallenged struc-
ture
Law Women not worthy of life
5. Resolution/male win-
ner
Jesus wins; tells her to sin no 
more
Jesus wins; will guide Mary 
to make her male
6. Details re: women Adulteress; no name/bi-
ographical details
Mary (common name); no 
biographical details
7. Woman’s voice? “No one, sir.” (John 8:11) none
 
Admittedly, the contexts that surround pericope adulterae and Peter’s conversation with Jesus are 
different. In pericope adulterae, the Pharisees and scribes approach Jesus with the unnamed woman 
in order to challenge his knowledge of the law. Peter, on the other hand, does not appear to challenge 
Jesus’ authority but seeks his approval by suggesting that Mary should leave them. One could argue 
that there are different types of bonds at work here, with the bond between Jesus and the Phar-
isees/scribes being more adversarial than the bond between Jesus and Peter. However, because 
the current analysis uses the homosocial bond framework to identify these structures as an entry 
point into assessing the function of women in these narratives, it is not the type of homosocial bond 
between Jesus and his male counterparts that bears the most significance. Instead, the recognition 
that any type of homosocial bond exists through a passive, crushed woman allows us to reconsider 
what is at stake for both parties. In other words, the type of bond or relationship that the two (sets 
of) men is tangential to the very fact that the bond is formed by negotiating the status of a woman 
without the woman herself entering the conversation.
43  Some have seen Jesus’ indirect answer as a round-about-way of defending Mary, at least pending the spir-
itual transformation to maleness. See, e.g., Brock, Mary Magdalene, The First Apostle, 79; King, The Gospel of Mary of 
Magdala, 147–48; Buckley, “An Interpretation of Logion 114,” 246.
44  Knust, “Can an Adulteress Save Jesus?,” 410.
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The unnamed woman in pericope adulterae and the unspecified Mary in Gos. Thom. 114 are both 
significant in their insignificance to the overall purpose of their inclusion within the texts. Both are 
brought forth to Jesus as “problems” from the perspective of other male characters (Pharisees and 
Scribes/Peter). This initiating discourse sets in motion the ability for the two sets of men to nego-
tiate and form bonds. These bonds are formed on the basis that the men share a common social 
understanding. In the case of the Gospel of John, it is the knowledge of the law; in the Gospel of 
Thomas, it is the notion that women are not worthy of life. These non-disputed concepts are what 
enables these men to come together and battle for position. In both cases, Jesus appears to come 
out as the winner. In the Gospel of John, his words lead the crowd to disband one by one and he is 
left alone with the woman. While the Gospel of Thomas does not include a definitive ending, Jesus 
once again gets the last words in, and he claims that he himself will be the one to guide Mary.  
Both of these battles that end up proclaiming Jesus as the winner take place over and against women, 
with whom minimal details are associated. In the Gospel of John, the woman does not have a name, 
which coincidentally allows her to be conflated with Mary Magdalene in later Christian tradition.45 
All we know about this woman is her sin: adultery. For Mary in the Gospel of Thomas, there has also 
been a tendency to suggest that this Mary is Mary Magdalene,46 but there is no textual basis within 
Thomas to support this hypothesis.47 Ultimately, much like with the unnamed woman in John, in the 
Gospel of Thomas, we are left with an insignificant woman who just so happens to have a name that 
was extremely common in antiquity.48
Reflections as Conclusion
Similar to the disappointment we see in commentaries on the pericope adulterae regarding Jesus’ 
response to the plight of the woman, scholars are equally dismayed by Jesus’ response to Peter. For 
example, Anne McGuire laments, “By concluding with Logion 114, the GThom puts an androcentric 
seal on its multifaceted images of redemption through the Living Jesus… [E]ven as this gospel affirms 
the inclusion of women like Mary, its representation of the human ideal as male nonetheless deval-
45  King, The Gospel of Mary of Magdala, 151–54.
46  See, inter alia, Brock, Mary Magdalene, The First Apostle, 89; DeConick, Holy Misogyny, 135, 137; Marjanen, 
The Woman Jesus Loved, 52–54; Meyer, “Gospel of Thomas,” 24.
47  For a discussion and bibliography on the identity of the unspecified Mary in non-canonical texts, see n. 6 
above. Within this debate, Stephen Shoemaker maintains that the Mother of Jesus is just as likely a candidate to be 
associated with the these Marys as Magdalene. See, e.g., Stephen J. Shoemaker, Mary in Early Christian Faith and De-
votion (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2016), 88–89; Stephen J. Shoemaker, “Jesus’ Gnostic Mom: Mary of Nazareth 
and the ‘Gnostic Mary’ Traditions,” in Mariam, the Magdalen, and the Mother, ed. Deirdre Good (Bloomington, IN: Indi-
ana University Press, 2005), 153–82; Stephen J. Shoemaker, “Rethinking the ‘Gnostic Mary’: Mary of Nazareth and Mary 
of Magdala in Early Christian Tradition,” JECS 9, no. 4 (2001): 555–95. In addition to Mary Magdalene and the Mother 
of Jesus, Mary of Bethany has also become a contender in the Which Mary? debate. Mary Ann Beavis, “Reconsidering 
Mary of Bethany,” CBQ 74 (2012): 281–97; Mary Ann Beavis, “Mary of Bethany and the Hermeneutics of Remembrance,” 
CBQ 75 (2013): 739–55; Other possibilities of identifications of this Mary, as Marvin Meyer suggests, could be “Mary 
the mother of Jesus, Mary Salome, or some other Mary” or “[p]erhaps the safest conclusion is that a ‘universal Mary’ 
is in mind.” “Making Mary Male,” 562; As I argue elsewhere about the unspecified Mary in another Nag Hammadi text, 
the Dialogue of the Saviour, the commonality of the name Mary between 330 BCE and 200 CE suggests that no specific 
Mary needs to be summoned each time a woman named Mary appears in a given text Anna Cwikla, “Magdalene, Moth-
er, Martha’s Sister, or None of the Above? The Mary in the Dialogue of the Savior,” in Rediscovering the Marys: Maria, 
Mariamne, Miriam, ed. Mary Ann Beavis and Ally Kateusz (London: T&T Clark, Forthcoming); For more on the Which 
Mary? debate and other topics related to the Marys of ancient Christianity, see collection of essays in Mary Ann Beavis 
and Ally Kateusz, eds., Rediscovering the Marys: Maria, Mariamne, Miriam (London: T&T Clark, Forthcoming).
48  Ilan, Lexicon of Jewish Names in Late Antiquity, 57; for onomastic data in Egypt from the third to seventh 
century, see Lincoln H. Blumell, Lettered Christians: Christians, Letters, and Late Antique Oxyrhynchus (Leiden: Brill, 
2012), 269.
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ues the symbolic category of the female.”49 This disappointment seems to stem from an anticipation 
that somehow Jesus would challenge Peter and the existing structures that devalue women. Is it time 
to admit that we should not expect an ally in Jesus? 
Following the triangular framework and Sedgwick’s homosocial bond theory, it is not the woman or 
her interests that are the main concern to Jesus or Peter. The goal is for these men to form social 
bonds with each other, while Mary is the foil that reinforces masculine social bonds in the text. If we 
recognize that women are not in these narratives for their own sake, but more than likely, for the 
purpose of being the ground on which men stand, battle, and establish power structures, we reduce 
our level of disappointment. Perhaps more importantly, we no longer need to burden these ancient 
women with our modern feminist expectations that they—as bystanders in male-defined texts and 
realities—are in no position to fulfill. 
My contribution in this article is threefold. First, it shows that ancient authors and audiences would 
have been less concerned with the interests of female characters, such as Mary, and more concerned 
with the interests of male characters, such as Jesus. After all, in the case of both the Gospels of John 
and Thomas, Jesus is the main character. Second, by highlighting the insignificance and disposability 
of these female characters, I challenge the perception that the mere inclusion or mention of these 
placeholder figures reflected any sort of reverence or allegiance to them, at least in the earliest stag-
es of the Jesus movement. Finally, focusing on the bonds created between men in these narratives 
allows us to more clearly determine what ideologies or interests they had in common.
This approach positions us to reconsider the role the more well-known “heroines” of ancient Chris-
tianity played, such as Thecla (briefly discussed above), Perpetua the famous martyr,50 and Mac-
rina the Younger, sister of Gregory of Nyssa, known for her steadfast chastity and asceticism.51 At 
the same time, we can re-evaluate the salacious and demeaning descriptions of women in patristic 
sources. For example, was Helena—the companion of so-called heretic Simon Magus—a “common 
prostitute” as Irenaeus describes her (Against Heresies 1.23)? Or is Irenaeus simply disparaging Hel-
ena in order to undermine Simon Magus? Whether we analyze the “heroines” or the “whores” of 
ancient Christianity, it is clear that men benefited from their stories in some way.
In closing, I want to reflect briefly on why we, as scholars in the twenty-first century, so desperately 
seek these women in ancient Christian texts. According to Silke Petersen, the reason we want to find 
powerful women in ancient Christian texts might relate to our modern concerns about the exclusion 
of women from certain ecclesial positions. While her study primarily deals with patristic polemic 
against women in so-called “heretical” groups, Petersen recognizes that modern religious discours-
es focus on women in a similar way.52 As Petersen points out, “The attitude a religion shows toward 
49  Anne McGuire, “Women, Gender, and Gnosis in Gnostic Texts and Traditions,” in Women and Christian 
Origins, ed. Ross Shepard Kraemer and Mary Rose D’Angelo (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999), 282; Similar 
sentiments are echoed by Marjanen “Women Disciples in the Gospel of Thomas,” 103.
50  Jan N. Bremmer and Marco Formisano, eds., Perpetua’s Passions: Multidisciplinary Approaches to the Pas-
sio Perpetuae et Felicitatis (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012); Parkhouse, “The Fetishization of Female Exempla,” 
581–87.
51  Gregory of Nyssa, The Life of Saint Macrina, ed. Kevin Corrigan (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2005); Anna 
Silvas, Macrina the Younger, Philosopher of God (Turnhout: Brepols, 2008).
52  Silke Petersen, “‘Women’ and ‘Heresy’ in Patristic Discourses and Modern Studies,” in Women and Knowl-
edge in Early Christianity, ed. Ulla Tervahauta et al., Supplements to Vigiliae Christianae 144 (Leiden: Brill, 2017), 187–
205.
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‘the woman question’ is a popular indicator of the value granted to that religion.”53 In the case of our 
concern for searching for women in ancient sources, she explains that 
[w]hile patristic sources use this claim [about women] in a polemical sense in order to downgrade “her-
esy” for the important role it gives to women, in many present-day discussions the same claim means an 
upgrading of “heresy” because of its (supposed) woman-friendliness. The exclusion of women from ec-
clesiastical office is then explained as a reaction to the stronger feminine presence in heretical groups.54 
In other words, our need to look for women in non-canonical texts such as the Gospel of Thomas 
reflects our frustration with the lack of leadership roles for women in certain ecclesiastical settings. 
Even beyond theological and ecclesiastical concerns, there seems to be something about the Nag 
Hammadi codices and other Apocryphal texts that evoke an “underdog” sentiment. Finding women 
in “non-mainstream” contexts might be our own way of fighting structures that we have little to no 
power to change.
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